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In selecting Merino ewes it is more profitable to cull the less fertile animals than to cull those with poor quality
wool. Face cover and wrinkle are both strongly associated with fertility; it is worth culling ewes with an excess
of either and aiming for plain-bodied, open-faced flocks

SELECTING AND GULLING SHEEP FLOCKS
By H. E. FELS, B.Sc. (Agric.) Hons., Research Officer, Animal Division

HEEP flocks are culled and selected for two main reasons—firstly to get immeS
diate improvements in the present generation and secondly, to improve future
generations.
Under the Australian system of sheep
breeding, genetic improvement is left almost entirely to the studs. If a flock owner
wants his next crop of lambs to be better
than their mothers, he must try to procure
rams which are genetically better than his
own sheep. This is much more effective
than culling the worst ewes, because the
culling rate in ewes is too low to give a
substantial genetic change. For the most
part genetic changes and improvements
must be got through the rams.
Wether flocks are culled only to remove
the less profitable animals so that they
will not reduce average flock production
figures during their lifetime.
It would be quite realistic to use the same
approach to ewe culling, that is, to ignore
genetic aspects and cull simply to remove
the less profitable animals. There would
be some genetic gain, but I suggest that

ewe culling will be more useful if its main
aim is to improve the profitability of the
ewe flock during its own lifetime.
This means that there should be special
emphasis on fertility, since fertility is
especially important in deciding how profitable a ewe flock will be.

CULLING RATES
The number of young sheep to be culled
will depend on the number available, that
is, lambing percentage, and also on death
rates, the number of sheep to be culled for
age, and whether the owner intends to
enlarge his flock or not.
Table I presents three typical cases:
In Flock I fertility is poor (60 per cent,
lambs marked) and only 17 per cent, of the
maiden ewes can be culled.
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In Flock II fertility is quite good and 37
per cent, of the maidens can be culled.
In Flock m the owner is trying to enlarge his flock and so, despite good fertility,
he cannot cull any maidens.
Obviously, culling rates will vary tremendously from farm to farm, depending
on the individual policy.
This article is intended for farmers who
can cull only 10 per cent, of their maidens,
as well as for those who can cull 40 or
50 per cent.

TABLE I.—CTLLING BATES—THBEE TYPICAL CASES
Flock I
Present flock size
Desired flock size
Lambing percentage
Maiden Ewes available
Beplacement Ewes needed—
Deaths
Age culls
Flock expansion

Flock 13

Flock HI

1,000
1,000
60%
300

1,000
1,000
80%
400

1,000
1,150
80%
400

50
200

50
200

60
200
150

Total Replacements....

250

250

Number of maiden ewes culled
Culling rate

50
17%

150
37%

400
None
Nil

HOW TO CULL MAIDEN EWES
belief that animals with wool cover on the
CULLING POINT 1.—FACE COVER
Face cover is strongly related to fertility face and points grow more wool.
In fact, this type of sheep grows no more
in ewes. In general, the more wool there
is on ewes' faces the less fertile they will wool, on average, than the bare-faced type.
There are differences between flocks, and
be.
In observations on a flock at Bolgart a especially between breeds, but within a
few years ago, Mr. H. G. Neil of the De- flock there is no association between face
partment of Agriculture, Moor a, found cover and fleece weight.
Sceptics should try weighing a number
that only 58 per cent, of the muffled-faced
ewes lambed, whereas 84 per cent, of the of fleeces from their own flocks; it will
more open-faced ewes in the same flock soon become apparent that it is unfair to
cull bare-faced sheep on suspicion that
lambed.
This year similar observations were made they are poor wool producers.
The West Australian observations are
on a Corriedale flock at Quairading .
They merely confirm
The flock was run through a three-way nothing new.
drafting race about a week before lambing observations which have been made in
and divided into "muffled-faced," "inter- New Zealand with Romneys, Corriedales
mediate," and "open-faced" groups for
lambing.
The 335 "muffled-faced" ewes had wool
on their noses with a groove in the wool
in front of each eye.
These produced only 52 per cent, lambs
marked.
The "intermediate" flock of 277 ewes
were a great deal more fertile, producing
70 per cent, lambs marked.
The "open-faced" group of 108 ewes were
slightly better again, producing 78 per cent,
lambs marked.
It would probably not be worth culling
the "intermediate" types of ewe, but
obviously the covered-faced types as shown
in the first two diagrams (scores 4 and 5)
ought to be culled as maidens. Some flocks
have a high proportion of this type of
sheep, and in these cases face-cover could
be made the main culling point for ewes.
In the past many farmers and stud men
have culled their open-faced sheep in the
An extreme example of face cover
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Diagrams for the Allotment of Face Cover Scores
MUFFLE FACED -

52 per cent, lambs marked

INTERMEDIATE - 70 per cent, lambs marked
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and Southdowns; in New South Wales with
Merinos; in Canada with Shropshires, and
in the United States with Columbia and
Tar ghee sheep and (for good measure)
Angora goats.
In all cases the open-faced animals have
been more fertile, and in many cases they
have lost less lambs and their lambs have
grown faster. Of special interest to woolgrowers and Merino studbreeders is the
fact that their average wool production has
been the same as for more covered-faced
sheep in the same flocks.
It is not known why open-faced sheep
are more fertile. It is certainly not due
to woolblindness or any effect of the wool
itself, as experiments have been done with
flocks that were crutched and wigged every
few months, as well as with covered-faced
sheep which were actually woolblind. In
the Bolgart and Quairading experiments
the sheep had short wool at mating time

and all the woolblind ewes were wigged at
crutching time.
CULLING POINT 2 —WRINKLE
Extreme wrinkle is just as bad as extreme face cover, and once again the reason
is not known.
It is clear, however, that wrinkly ewes
tend to be less fertile than plain-bodied
ewes.
The only West Australian experiment on
the effect of wrinkle on fertility was done
with a fairly plain-bodied flock at Jingalup.
The 920 ewes were classified as "plain" or
"wrinkly" just before lambing, and lambed
in separate paddocks. Lamb marking
figures were:
Per Cent.
"Plain" (467 ewes)
....
78.5
"Wrinkly" (453 ewes) ....
61.5

Standard pictures for the allotment of scores for wrinkling and folding of the skin of the neck. In the Jingalup
experiment the plain bodied ewes had scores of about 2, whereas the "wrinkly" ewes had scores of about 3, with
some 4
(Pictures from C.S.I.R.O. Leaflet No. 13—Selecting Merino Sheep.)
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The "plain" ewes in this experiment had
small straight dewlaps, and a few had a
little neck wrinkle. The "wrinkly" ewes
had wrinkly necks and their dewlaps were
more developed, but not to the extent of
being folded. Thus, even the "wrinkly"
ewes in this experiment were fairly plain
by Great Southern flock standards.
The average greasy fleeceweight of
wrinkly sheep is often a little greater than
the average of plainer sheep in the same
flock. This difference is largely nullified
by poorer clean-scoured yields in wool
from wrinkly sheep.
As in the case of face-cover, it is a
serious mistake to cull plainer-bodied
sheep on suspicion that they are poor wool
producers, and it is worse to select especially wrinkly rams on the assumption that
they have heavy fleeceweights.
It is probably not worth culling intermediate degrees of wrinkle, but where neck
development is so great that there are neck
folds instead of just a dewlap, culling is
warranted.
CULLING POINT 3.—FLEECEWEIGHT
Many flocks have only a few animals
with face cover or wrinkle bad enough to
warrant culling. In these cases fleeceweight should be the main culling point.
There will also be many flock owners who
will remain sceptical about face-cover and
wrinkle, and I suggest that they could cull
on fleeceweight.
It is just as easy to weigh the fleeces of
all maiden ewes as to "class" them in the
usual way. Three special points of organisation are:—
(1) The young ewes must be run as
a single flock from weaning until
the two-tooth shearing.
(2) They should have numbered eartags, and
(3) An extra shedhand is required for
every two or three shearers while
the maiden ewes are being shorn.
The extra shedhand reads the eartag
number of each sheep while it is being
shorn, and writes it on a card which he
drops on the floor. When the fleece has
been shorn he picks it up in the usual way
(but more carefully, to make throwing
easy) and also picks up the card and the
belly. He places the fleece and belly on

the scales and writes the weight on the
card, and then picks up the fleece and
throws it. If comments about the wool are
required, the card is handed to the classer
who will usually only write on it if the
wool is badly "off-type."
The sheep with lighest fleeces can then
be culled at leisure.
It will be found in practice that a fair
proportion of the runts and "generally
undesirable" animals will be culled for low
fleeceweights; others can be culled if their
fleeceweights are rather poor.
By culling the poor wool-producers as
two-tooths the owner can be confident
that he has removed animals which, for
the most part, would have been poor wool
producers throughout their life. He also
makes some genetic progress.
CULLING POINT 4.—WOOL QUALITY
Wool quality seems to be far more important to the farmer's pride than its
financial value warrants. Economically
speaking it is best to cull mainly for fertility and weight of wool produced.
It was suggested earlier that the woolclasser's comments could be written on the
fleece weighing cards whenever he encountered a conspicuously poor fleece.
As well as hairiness, character, count and
feel, the classer should pay attention to
clean-scoured yield when writing these
comments.
After shearing, the farmer can decide
whether or not to keep these producers of
off-type wool; some of them will have
inferior fleeceweights and these should
certainly be culled. Whether he culls all
of them will depend on his pride in wool
quality.
GENERAL PHILOSOPHY—CULLING
MAIDEN EWES
It is thoroughly established that
extremely wrinkly or woolly-faced ewes are
sure to be inferior lamb producers throughout their lifetimes. If they are culled the
ewe flock will become more fertile and
hence more profitable.
It would probably be a good thing to
have open-faced plain-bodied flocks, but
culling of intermediate-type ewes to
achieve this is not warranted. The obvious
way to make this change is by replacing
Journal of Agriculture, Vol 2 No 12, 1961
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t h e more wrinkly and muffled rams with
more open a n d plain types.

Culling young ewes In the normal way Involves a good
deal of work and effort. Fleecewelgnlng would be no
more difficult, and face-cover and wrinkle are easily
assessed off-shears

Many flock owners will only cull a few
maiden ewes for face cover and wrinkle,
either because t h e i r flocks are good in these
respects or because they do not believe
t h a t face-cover a n d wrinkle are important.
I n either case, t h e obvious main culling
point would be fleeceweight.
The next point for culling is wool quality,
a n d it is suggested t h a t only sheep which
produce badly "off-type" fleeces should be
culled for this.
Culling all t h e stronger-woolled ewes is
a difficult way to develop a
finer-quality
woolclip; if t h e changeover is really worthwhile it is easier to achieve it by changing
the rams.
Jaws, hocks a n d conformation have not
been mentioned so far.
I t seems fair to assume t h a t any importa n t faults of this type would reduce two-

tooth fleeceweight so t h a t these animals
will be culled as poor wool producers. However, it m a y be worthwhile to mouth t h e
two-tooth ewes a n d cull any with extremely
overshot or undershot jaws; this would
certainly be worth doing in flocks with a
high incidence of this deformity.
CASTING FOR AGE
Most flock-owners have a n established
system of age-culling which seems quite
satisfactory.
I n the h a r s h e r pastoral areas, most
sheep are allowed to die on t h e property;
this is logical where t h e r e is no m a r k e t
for old sheep a n d where lambing percentages are low. I n t h e outer wheatbelt m a n y
farmers sell their aged ewes when their
front teeth s t a r t to fall out, but most sheep
in the farming areas are cast for age a
year earlier t h a n this and realise about £1
a head more when sold.
Many properties in t h e Great Southern
a n d other improved p a s t u r e areas are
grossly understocked. Stocking rates have
only been doubled where they could have
been quadrupled as pastures have i m proved. I n these cases it is important to
increase flock size, which m e a n s there can
be no culling of maiden ewes. It may be
a proposition to keep old ewes a year or
two longer t h a n usual on these properties.
CULLING OTHER EWES
Because most farmers do not have a
great number of young replacement ewes
available every year, it is r a t h e r unusual
to cull m a n y ewes of intermediate ages.
There will be some ewes t h a t are
obviously unable to rear a lamb.
These
include t h e odd ewe with b o t h teats shorn
off. or with mastitis lumps in both sides of
t h e udder. These ewes, a n d also injured
animals, are obviously worth culling.
Some farmers with high lambing percentages cull ewes t h a t have been dry for
two years in succession.
This is quite
impracticable in flocks with poor lambing
results because these flocks will not have
enough maiden ewes to replace t h e
"double-dry" culls. I n very fertile flocks
double-dry culling is practicable and may
be worthwhile. Its m a i n aim is to remove
the one or two per cent, of ewes t h a t are
956
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permanently sterile, and its disadvantage
is t h a t a number of normal ewes are
removed as well.
I n t h e special case of clover disease,
double-dry culling is more reasonable a n d
it may be necessary to purchase large
numbers of replacement ewes anyway.
Clover disease will be discussed in a
later article.
Some farmers may be in a position to
cull heavily, either because of high fertility
or because a bad season makes them decide
to reduce numbers. These farmers could
cull all t h e extremely wrinkled or muffledfaced ewes in the flock, all t h e ewes with
injured udders (one teat shorn off, or
mastitis), or off-type fleeces.
An alternative plan would be to cast-for-age earlier
t h a n usual in the hope of getting a better
price.

(c) If they are available, try to get
fairly open-faced rams with fairly
plain bodies.
(d) Try to get wool quality and crimp
up to your usual standard.
I t is probably not worth paying
big money for exceptional
style
and character in rams' wool.
(e) Reject any ram with serious or
mild deformities (especially jaws).
(f) Reject any animal which seems to
be a poor wool-producer.
I t is very difficult and perhaps
impossible to judge this; importa n t points to consider are staple
length and wool density, also
greasiness.
(g) Palpate testes.
(h) Make sure t h a t the animals are
healthy.

CULLING YOUNG WETHERS
The obvious way to remove the least
profitable wethers is to cull the two-tooth
wethers for fleeceweight. As in t h e case
of young ewes, they would need to be run
as one mob from weaning until two-tooth
shearing, a n d they would have to be eartagged with numbered tags. Shearing shed
procedures would be t h e same as for
maiden ewes.
There is no reason for culling wethers
for face cover or wrinkle. As in the case
of ewes, however, off-type fleeces could be
culled.
If culling rates were going to be low,
say 10 per cent, or so, t h e work of fleeceweighing may not be warranted and the
runts a n d obvious culls could be found by
rapid inspection.
However, if t h e culling rate was going
to be high, say 30 to 50 per cent., fleeceweighing would be profitable.

IN BRIEF
•

•

•

•

SELECTING RAMS
The aim of r a m selection is to change or
improve t h e next generation of sheep as
wool producers and also as lamb producers.
I m p o r t a n t points for ram-buyers to keep
in mind a r e :
(a) Try to buy from a stud t h a t takes
fleece weighing seriously.
(b) Reject rams with covered faces or
heavy fold development.

•

Young wethers should be culled
mainly to remove the poor wool
producers. This can be done by
weighing their fleeces; off-type
wool noticed by the woolclasser
may also be a culling point.
Rams should be selected with
t h e main aim of making future
generations of sheep more profitable. Prettiness is not very important.
Maiden ewes should be culled
mainly to remove the individuals
which will be less profitable during
their lifetimes. The main points
are fertility
(face-cover
and
wrinkle) and wool production
(fleeceweights).
Age-culling procedures used in
Western Australia seem generally
satisfactory.
If an owner wants
to expand his flock, he may find it
worthwhile to keep his ewes longer
t h a n usual.
Ewes of intermediate age may be
culled for udder injuries and
mastitis. If enough replacement
ewes are available, double-dry
culling or other procedures to
remove unprofitable ewes may be
practicable.
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